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Iconography in Brand Planning:

Crafting Emotional Connections Through Timeless Symbols

Synopsis

This article explores the critical role of iconography in crafting enduring and emotionally meaningful brands. By
examining the historical evolution of symbols and imagery, the paper reveals how visual elements have been
instrumental in human communication and persuasion. It begins by distinguishing between brands and
branding, highlighting that while a brand is the perception held by consumers, branding is the strategic process

of shaping this perception.

The article draws on the psychological principles of Pavlov's classical conditioning to explain how brands
leverage iconography to create strong emotional connections with consumers. It emphasises the importance of
consistency in maintaining brand identity and the potential consequences of abrupt changes. Consistent use of
imagery, symbols, and logos builds recognition and trust, while radical changes can disrupt emotional

connections and confuse consumers.

Practical guidance is provided on managing a brand's visual identity, encompassing elements such as
understanding core values, maintaining consistency, keeping designs simple, being culturally aware, evolving
rather than overhauling, leveraging psychology, telling a story, protecting the brand identity, engaging with the
audience, and thinking beyond the logo. These tips help ensure that a brand's visual identity resonates with its
target audience and stands out in the market. The article also highlights iconic South African brands as case
studies, showcasing how consistent and culturally relevant visual identities contribute to establishing enduring

brands.

Ultimately, the article underlines the significance of iconography as a strategic tool in brand planning,
highlighting its potential to create lasting impressions and drive business success. By understanding and
leveraging the principles of iconography, brands can create powerful visual identities that resonate deeply with
their audience. This thoughtful, strategic use of visual elements is essential for building brand equity and

nurturing long-term consumer loyalty.



Introduction

In today's crowded marketplace, brands are everywhere, competing for consumer attention
and loyalty. When a brand starts, it's an unknown entity. Over time, through strategic efforts
and consistent messaging, it becomes recognisable, triggering a cascade of emotions at the
sight of its logo. Brands are more than just products or services; they are cultural
touchstones, emotional connections, and psychological anchors. A brand is more than just a
symbol; it embodies a set of perceptions in people's minds, leading to feelings in their hearts
synonymous with the brand itself. Radically changing a logo can disrupt this emotional
connection, causing confusion and disconnection among consumers. This article explores the
fascinating history of iconography and its crucial role in brand planning, using Pavlov's theory
of classical conditioning to illustrate how brands build specific perceptions and associations

over time.

Brands vs. Branding: Understanding the Difference

Brands and branding are interconnected yet distinct concepts in the world of marketing. A
brand is the perception of a company or product in the minds of consumers, encompassing
its name, logo, symbols, and overall reputation. It is the intangible sum of all experiences,
interactions, and communications associated with that entity. A strong brand evokes specific
emotions, values, and promises, built over time through consistent delivery of value and

positive interactions.

In contrast, branding is the strategic process used to create and shape this brand identity. It
involves designing visual elements, crafting brand messaging, and consistently delivering on
the brand promise across various touchpoints. Branding is the deliberate effort to influence

and cultivate the perception of the brand, ensuring it resonates with the target audience and

stands out in the market.

While the brand is the end result—the recognisable image and reputation—branding is the
ongoing action and strategy that build and sustain that image. In essence, a brand is what

consumers perceive, and branding is the process of creating and managing that perception.



The Rich History of Iconography

Iconography, the study of symbols and images, has deep roots in human history. From
prehistoric cave paintings to the sophisticated symbols of ancient civilisations, humans have
always communicated through images. The term itself comes from the Greek words for
"image" and "study."

The Christian Church played a significant role in the formal development of iconography
during the Byzantine era. Emperor Constantine's Edict of Milan in 313 AD allowed Christianity
to flourish, using symbolic imagery to spread its message in a largely illiterate society. These

symbols became standardised, helping convey complex ideas and emotions through simple
visuals.

Art historian Erwin Panofsky's model of iconography further advanced our understanding. He

proposed a three-step process: identifying familiar elements, interpreting cultural symbolism,

and understanding the overarching message.
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This model is instrumental in decoding the layers of meaning in visual art, and it's just as
applicable in branding.

Iconography evolved through various art movements, each influencing how symbols and
imagery were used and perceived. The Renaissance period, for example, saw a return to
classical ideals and an emphasis on humanism, which influenced the depiction of religious
and secular themes. In contrast, the modernist movement embraced abstraction and

minimalism, stripping down visual elements to their essence.

In the modern era, the concept of iconography has expanded beyond religious art to
encompass various fields, including marketing and branding. Brands often employ visual

symbols to represent their core values, aspirations, and target audience.

Building Emotional Connections: The Psychology Behind Branding

Brands and icons are intertwined in a dance of perception and emotion. When a brand is
born, it starts as a blank slate. Over time, consistent use of imagery, symbols, and logos
builds recognition and trust. When we see a familiar logo, it triggers an emotional response—

a feeling of comfort, excitement, or trust. This emotional connection is vital for brand loyalty.

From a psychological perspective, our brains are wired to recognise and respond to visual
stimuli. This is due to the brain's capacity for pattern recognition, an essential survival
mechanism that helps us quickly identify and respond to familiar objects and scenarios.
When we repeatedly see a logo associated with positive experiences or emotions, our brain

forms a strong neural connection, making the logo a powerful trigger for those emotions.

This psychological principle is known as classical conditioning. Pavlov's famous experiments
with dogs demonstrated how a neutral stimulus (a bell) could become associated with a
positive response (salivation) when paired with food. Similarly, when a logo is consistently
paired with positive experiences, it evokes those positive emotions even in the absence of

the original context.



When confronted with a familiar brand icon, a neural pathway is ignited, triggering a cascade
of associations. This rapid-fire cognitive process, known as priming, is the cornerstone of how
brands leverage iconography to shape consumer perception.

The Role of Consistency in Brand Positioning

Consistency in branding is crucial because it reinforces these learned associations. When a
brand maintains a consistent visual identity over time, it strengthens the neural pathways
associated with that brand in consumers' minds. This consistency helps ensure that the

emotional response to the brand remains strong and positive.

Consistency breeds trust and predictability. When consumers encounter a familiar brand
icon, they experience a sense of comfort and reassurance. This positive reinforcement

strengthens the bond between the brand and the consumer.

Brands like Nike, Apple, and McDonald's have mastered the art of iconography. Nike's
swoosh, Apple's bitten apple, and McDonald's golden arches are instantly recognisable
symbols that evoke specific emotions and associations. These brands have become cultural
icons, transcending their original product categories to represent broader values and

lifestyles.

Abrupt changes to a brand's iconography can disrupt the learned associations and confuse
consumers. A drastic departure from the familiar would likely create confusion and erode
brand loyalty. Successful brand icons exceed their functional purpose, becoming cultural

artifacts embedded in our collective consciousness.

Tips for Managing Your Brand's Visual Identity: Navigating the intricate world of

iconography in branding

1. Understand Your Brand’s Core Values: Before designing your logo or visual identity,
identify the core values of your brand. These values should be reflected in every visual
element to ensure consistency and authenticity. For example, if your brand values

innovation, your logo should convey a sense of modernity and forward-thinking.
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2. Consistency is Key: Consistency in the use of logos, colours, and imagery helps
reinforce brand recognition. Stick to a cohesive visual language across all platforms and
materials. Inconsistent branding can confuse your audience and weaken the association
with your brand. Ensure that your visual identity guidelines are clear and adhered to by
everyone involved in your brand’s marketing. An example of this is Nando’s - Nando's
maintains consistency in its playful, cheeky visual style and use of bright red and yellow

colours across all its marketing materials.

3. Keep It Simple: A simple, clean design is more likely to be remembered and recognised.
Avoid overly complex logos that can confuse or distract your audience. Simplicity also
allows your logo to be versatile, working well across different mediums and sizes. Think of

iconic logos like Nike's swoosh or Apple's apple—both are simple yet powerful.

4. Be Culturally Aware: Ensure that your visual elements are culturally appropriate and
resonate with your target audience. Avoid symbols that might be misinterpreted or
offensive in different cultures. Conduct thorough research to understand the cultural

connotations of colours, symbols, and imagery in the regions where your brand operates.

For example, the owl holds different cultural significances across various societies. In
Western cultures, it is often associated with wisdom and intelligence, making it a suitable
symbol for educational institutions or scholarly brands. However, in some Eastern cultures,
particularly in parts of Africa, the owl is sometimes viewed as an indication of bad luck or
death, which could inadvertently alienate potential customers if used without proper
consideration. Such nuances highlight the critical importance of cultural sensitivity in visual
branding, ensuring that symbols resonate positively with diverse audiences while avoiding

unintended negative associations.

5. Evolve, Don’t Overhaul: Gradual updates to your logo and branding elements can keep
your brand fresh without alienating your audience. Radical changes can cause confusion
and disrupt the emotional connection consumers have with your brand. Brands like
Starbucks and Coca Cola have evolved their logos over time, making subtle updates that

keep their identities current while maintaining brand recognition.
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For instance, the South African beer brand Lion Lager provides a cautionary tale in brand
evolution. Once a beloved staple known for its traditional image and strong community
ties, Lion Lager attempted a radical rebranding in the early 2000s to appeal to a younger

demographic with a sleek, modern look.

However, this departure from its heritage and core values alienated its loyal consumer
base, leading to a significant decline in sales and brand loyalty. This case highlights the
importance of balancing innovation with respect for a brand's historical identity to maintain

consumer trust and market relevance over time.

. Leverage Psychology: Use psychological principles to design your visuals. Colours,
shapes, and imagery evoke specific emotions and associations. For example, blue often
conveys trust and stability, while red can evoke excitement and urgency. Understanding
the psychological impact of design elements can help you create a logo that resonates

with your audience on a deeper level.

. Tell a Story: Your visual identity should tell a story about your brand. Use imagery and
symbols that reflect your brand’s history, mission, and values to create a deeper
connection with your audience. A compelling brand story can differentiate your brand and
make it more memorable. Amarula, a South African cream liqueur, uses the story of the

marula fruit and the African elephant in its branding to create a strong, memorable identity.

. Protect Your Identity: Trademark your logo and other key visual elements to protect your
brand from imitation and misuse. This helps maintain the integrity and exclusivity of your
brand. Legal protection ensures that your brand's visual identity remains unique and

cannot be copied by competitors, safeguarding your brand equity.

. Engage with Your Audience: Involve your audience in your branding journey. Share the
stories behind your visuals and encourage feedback and engagement. This fosters a
sense of community and loyalty. Social media platforms offer excellent opportunities to
engage with your audience, allowing you to share behind-the-scenes insights and gather

valuable feedback on your branding efforts.
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10. Think Beyond the Logo: Your brand's identity is more than just a logo. Consider all
elements that represent your brand, such as packaging, website design, and even the
physical spaces your brand occupies. For example, the classic Coca-Cola glass bottle is
an iconic symbol of the brand. Every touchpoint where your brand interacts with
consumers should reflect your visual identity, creating a cohesive and immersive brand

experience.

Iconography in Action
South Africa boasts a rich tapestry of iconic brands that have successfully leveraged their
visual identities to forge deep emotional connections with their audiences. Let's explore some

of these beloved brands:

1. Black Cat Peanut Butter: The Black Cat logo, featuring a sleek and agile black cat,
symbolises strength, agility, and energy. This iconic logo has been a staple in South
African households for generations, representing a trusted and nutritious choice for
families. The brand's consistent use of the black cat imagery reinforces its identity as a

provider of wholesome and energising products.

2. Nando's: Nando's is renowned for its vibrant and playful visual identity, centred around
its cheeky PERI-PERI chicken. The distinctive red and black logo, featuring the
Portuguese rooster, embodies the brand's spirited and bold personality. Nando's
clever and often humorous marketing campaigns, along with its distinctive logo, have

cemented its place as a beloved and iconic South African brand.

4 Nando’s
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3. Chappies: The Chappies bubble gum brand is instantly recognisable by its colourful
packaging and the iconic Chappies logo. Known for its fun and playful nature,
Chappies has been a childhood favourite for decades. The brand's trivia-filled
wrappers and vibrant design create a sense of nostalgia and joy, making it a timeless
icon in South African candy culture.

4. Ouma Rusks: The Ouma Rusks brand is synonymous with comfort and tradition. The
logo, featuring a warm and inviting depiction of "Ouma” (Grandmother), evokes
feelings of home and heritage. Ouma Rusks' consistent branding, with its nostalgic
and wholesome imagery, has made it a cherished symbol of South African hospitality

and family.

5. Jungle Oats: Jungle Oats' logo, featuring a powerful and majestic lion, represents
strength, health, and vitality. This iconic brand has been a breakfast staple for
generations, promoting a message of nutritious living. The lion imagery reinforces the
brand's commitment to providing a strong start to the day, making Jungle Oats a

trusted and enduring South African icon.




6. Woolworths: Woolworths' minimalist and elegant "W" logo is a symbol of quality,
sophistication, and reliability. The brand's consistent use of clean lines and a
monochrome palette in its visual identity reflects its commitment to premium products
and exceptional customer service. Woolworths' strong branding has made it a

household name synonymous with quality and trust.

WOOLWORTHS

7. Koo Baked Beans: The Koo brand, with its cheerful and bright yellow logo, evokes a
sense of warmth and comfort. Known for its canned foods, particularly baked beans,
Koo's consistent branding and high-quality products have made it a beloved staple in
South African kitchens. The logo's vibrant colour and simplicity make it easily

recognisable and trusted by consumers.

8. Mrs. Ball's Chutney: Mrs. Ball's Chutney is an iconic South African condiment, instantly
recognisable by its vintage-style label. The logo and packaging design evoke a sense
of tradition and authenticity, reflecting the brand's rich history and enduring popularity.

Mrs. Ball's Chutney is a beloved household name, representing the flavours of South

A
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African cuisine.
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11.

Carling Black Label: The Carling Black Label beer brand is synonymous with strength
and quality. The bold black and red logo, featuring the iconic "Black Label" text,
conveys a sense of power and premium craftsmanship. Carling Black Label's
consistent branding and association with sporting events have made it a favourite
amongst South African beer enthusiasts, symbolising camaraderie and excellence.

BlackLabel

Iwisa: The lwisa logo, with its distinctive red, yellow, and green colour scheme,
represents heritage and quality. The maise meal product's branding evokes a sense of
tradition and community, making it a staple in many South African households.

Inkomazi: Inkomazi's traditional yet distinctive packaging, often adorned with cultural
motifs, evokes a sense of heritage and authenticity. The brand's consistent use of
these visual elements, coupled with its creamy texture and tangy flavour, has made it
a beloved staple in South African households, reflecting cultural pride and culinary

tradition.

OPEN B
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RICH AND CREAMY
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FULL CREAM MAAS
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12. Lion Safety Matches: The iconic Lion Safety Matches logo, featuring a bold lion's head
against a fiery background, signifies strength and reliability. This visual identity has
been a constant presence in South African homes for decades, symbolising safety and

trustworthiness in providing fire-starting solutions.

SAFETY MATCHES

13. NikNaks: NikNaks' playful and colourful packaging, along with its bold logo featuring a
smiling face, appeals to South Africans of all ages. The brand's consistent use of vibrant
visuals and its crunchy, cheesy snacks have established NikNaks as a fun and

flavourful choice, synonymous with enjoyable snacking moments.

These South African brands demonstrate the power of iconography in creating lasting
emotional connections and influencing consumer behaviour. Their iconic logos and consistent
visual identities have helped them become beloved household names, embodying the unique

culture and heritage of South Africa.
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Conclusion

Iconography plays a pivotal role in brand planning, shaping perceptions and forging
emotional connections with consumers. By understanding and leveraging the principles of
iconography, brands can create powerful visual identities that resonate deeply with their
audience. Keep your branding consistent, culturally aware, and psychologically informed to
build a strong, recognisable, and emotionally compelling brand.

Embrace the journey of building your brand’s visual identity, and remember that every image,
symbol, and colour choice contributes to the story you're telling. With thoughtful planning and
execution, your brand can become a timeless icon in the hearts and minds of consumers. In
conclusion, iconography is the silent architect of brand perception. By understanding the
psychology behind symbols and carefully crafting a brand's visual identity, marketers can
create enduring and impactful brands. Consistent and strategic use of iconography is

essential for building brand equity and fostering long-term consumer loyalty.

Thank you for taking your time to read this paper and exploring the role of iconography in
brand planning with me, I invite you to share your thoughts, comments, and questions
regarding the concepts presented in this article. Your insights are invaluable in continuing the

conversation on how brands can leverage iconography.

Kind regards,
Khanyiswa Mjungu

BSocSciHons (Psychology) (UP)

Researcher | Bateleur Brand Planning
m: +27 73 755 1511

e: khanyi@batbrand.co.za

w: bateleurbp.co.za
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